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Bread, left untended, will steal itself, or so people liked to say. But the boy found that sometimes it needed help. He peeked in through the back door of the kitchen. Cook stood by the oven with her big wooden paddle, waiting for the baking to be done. The lines on her face made her mouth look like it was curving downward, even when she was not frowning. No matter how hungry the boy was, Cook would never sneak him a loaf. One of the kitchen girls might, but Cook could not know. She’d sooner thwack a slaveboy’s backside with a kitchen spoon than part with a single crust.

Of all the kitchen girls, Brigitte was the softest touch. The boy caught her eye, but she shook her head a little. He gave her his saddest look. She nodded toward Cook. With her paddle, Cook was lifting cake after cake out of the oven. The boy sighed. A bit of bread could disappear, but cake would be missed. He studied the cake. It was studded with raisins, shot through with cinnamon and topped with a glaze of sugar. The boy sniffed deeply. The hollow ache in the pit of his belly awoke. His mouth watered, and his stomach churned.

At the back gate, a great black dog whined and pawed to be let in. Pajti was the master’s best hunting dog and an accomplished escape artist. The boy went to the gate and said, “Pajti want some cake?” Pajti gave the boy a couple of suspicious sniffs. Then he wagged his tail and licked the boy’s hand through the grate. The boy let him in and took him by the collar. He led Pajti to the kitchen door. “Pajti want some cake?” he whispered. Pajti whined and nuzzled the boy’s face. For luck, the boy rubbed his father’s ring, which he wore on a thong around his neck. Then he let go of Pajti’s collar.

Pajti shot into the kitchen like an arrow. He knocked down a girl carrying a basket, and potatoes flew in every direction. Pajti bounded over the girl and up onto the cutting table. He snarled at Cook. Cook shrieked and dropped her paddle. Cakes soared through the air. Screaming kitchen girls dropped everything and ran from the room. Tables flipped over and dishes clattered to the floor.

Pajti dropped to the ground and bit into one of the cakes. Cook was not going to surrender her kitchen so easily. She was tough for an old woman. She grabbed her long iron spoon and waved it at him. “Go on, you wicked beast,” she said. Pajti was not giving up his prize. Baring his fangs, he let out a low growl. He advanced slowly on her, ready to spring. This was too much even for Cook. She ran from the kitchen, shouting for help. Pajti wolfed down the cake.

As soon as she was gone, the boy darted into the kitchen. “Good boy,” he said to Pajti, but Pajti turned on the boy and growled at him. The boy knocked two more cakes on the floor for Pajti. The dog fell on them while the boy grabbed one cake for himself and fled.

He ran across the back court and shoved cake into his mouth. He must not be caught with it. Behind one of the hydrangeas in the outer courtyard, he had pruned a hiding spot where he could nap away the hottest hours of the afternoon. If he could just make it there, he could take his time with the rest of the cake.

He slid around the corner to the outer courtyard only to find his master, Casimir, talking to the Factor. Behind them stood Rodrigo, one of the more senior slaves and valet to Casimir’s son Tibor. The boy saw them just before they noticed him. He jammed the rest of the cake into his mouth and dropped to his hands and knees. As the three of them looked over at him, he pressed his forehead to the ground. Abasing himself gave him just enough time to give the cake a quick chew before swallowing it.

“What about that one? Surely we don’t need him,” said Casimir.

The boy stood. Slaves had to keep their heads bowed in Casimir’s presence, but the boy made sure not to bow his head too far. Dealing directly with Casimir was dangerous. It was always a good idea to keep an eye on the master.

Casimir looked down at the boy. When his eye landed on the ring hanging around the boy’s neck, he twisted his great waxed mustache as if he were trying to remember something. “What’s your name again?”

“I haven’t got one, Master,” said the boy.

“Why not? Did you lose it?” Casimir laughed out loud. “That’s a good one, isn’t it?” he said to the Factor. “Did you lose it?”

The Factor managed to produce a dry chuckle. “Yes, sir, very droll indeed,” he said.

“Oh no, Master, if someone gave me something as valuable as a name, I would never lose it,” said the boy.

“You cheeky little devil!” shouted Casimir. He clouted the boy on the ear. “You think you need a tongue to, to—What is it you do around here?”

“I tend the plants in the inner and outer courtyards, Master,” said the boy.

“That’s it?” said Casimir. “For that, I give you two meals every day?” He shook his head. “You’re going to Mossglum.”

“Why?” said the boy.

Rodrigo gasped.

The Factor stared, wide-eyed.

But Casimir remained calm. “Did you just ask me why?”

“Uh—”

“First my son wants to know why, and now my slave does,” said Casimir. “I suppose unquestioning obedience is terribly old-fashioned nowadays.” He pursed his lips. “I suppose I must be an old fuddy-duddy for expecting it.”

“The young do have their notions,” said the Factor.

“You want to know why?” said Casimir. “Here’s why.” The blow staggered the boy. His ears rang, and he had to blink his eyes for several seconds to clear his vision. “But since you asked, I am sending my eldest son, Tibor”—at the mention of Tibor’s name, the Factor rolled his eyes—“to the town of Mossglum to, to, to…” Casimir turned to the Factor. “Hang me, what is he going to do there again?”

“I believe you are sending him to the home of your wife’s cousin so that he may better understand the industry that converts manure to fertilizer,” said the Factor.

“That’s it,” said Casimir. “He’s going to Mossglum to learn about dung.”

“A very exciting opportunity for a young man to make his mark in the world, I’m sure,” said the Factor.

“I was going to send him with Rodrigo, but that’s not good enough, apparently. He can’t make do with just one slave. And since all you do is slop a bit of water about, I thought I’d send you, too,” said Casimir. “Is that a good enough reason? Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

The boy opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Casimir shoved the boy at Rodrigo. Rodrigo caught the boy’s shoulder and led him away.

“You have the luck of the Foul One,” said Rodrigo as they climbed the back stair. “Why he didn’t have the skin whipped from your back, I don’t know.”

“Won’t they need my back to carry things?” said the boy.
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Duke Geoffrey was a well-educated man. He could even read on his own. It was not something he did very often. He preferred to nod wisely and say, “Yes, I see,” while one of his scribes read aloud to him. For this book, however, he made an exception. By decree of the College of Wizards, owning an unsanctioned spell book was punishable by death. Duke Geoffrey would have to silence any man who knew of the book’s existence, and scribes were expensive to replace.

He read from the old book with great care. He moved his lips with each word and sounded out the particularly hard ones to make sure he had them right.

But his efforts went unrewarded. The spell book had come to him from his great-aunt, a leading witch of her day. As Duke Geoffrey fought his way down the table of contents, he began to wonder if she had not been a little mad, too. Why else would she bother to write down something as useless as “A Spell for Summoning a Crane,” page 67? This gem was followed by “A Spell for Summoning a Crow,” page 89. In turn, there were spells for calling forth a deer, a donkey and then a dormouse.

It infuriated Duke Geoffrey. His situation was desperate. The King was plotting to cheat him of his rightful place in the line of succession. The King was maneuvering to have his daughter, Princess Alice—a girl—inherit the throne. It was all so grossly unfair.

Someone had to stop this calamity, and Duke Geoffrey knew he was someone. He also knew better than to risk everything by sending his knights and men-at-arms to attack the capital. He could gain the throne without starting an all-out war if he could just find the right spell. But he would need something more powerful than this heap of parlor tricks.

“Dormouse” was followed by “Doukhobor” and then “duck.” Duke Geoffrey stopped. He had never heard of a Doukhobor, but it sounded Eastern. And unpleasant. Perhaps it was a mountain beast or bog creature. Duke Geoffrey turned to page 174. It took him six pages and an hour to learn that a Doukhobor was an obscure type of peasant who refused to wear clothes.

Duke Geoffrey swept the spell book from the table. He had already upped the rents twice this year. He did not need more naked peasants. The fire, that was the place for this useless thing. When he picked it up to fling it there, he froze. There, on page 180, was “A Spell for Summoning a Dragon.” Duke Geoffrey flipped back to the table of contents. It went from “Doukhobor,” page 174, to “duck,” page 196. There was no mention of “dragon.” He smiled. That witch had hidden the gold in the pig slop, cunning old girl. Duke Geoffrey didn’t even bother to search the book for more treasures. He turned back to page 180 and studied the spell carefully. The ingredients would be expensive, and the rituals complicated, but—a dragon! Duke Geoffrey’s eyes glittered as he saw himself issuing orders to a dragon. A dragon.
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The boy’s back was needed to carry things. Many things. In addition to many fine suits of clothes, Tibor planned to bring a few books of poetry, to pass the time, and several boxes of jewelry, to dress up his suits. He also needed a dozen decks of cards, for entertaining other young gentlemen. And when the company was mixed, he would require a quantity of gaming boards, because proper ladies never touched cards. Then there were several decorative wall hangings, as his quarters were sure to be dreary. And a comfortable chair. Also an additional, slightly less comfortable though still quite serviceable, chair. And a small writing desk. And so on.

This was all on top of the food, blankets and other traveling gear necessary for such a trip. In the end, the pile of luggage exceeded even Casimir’s optimistic view of what two slaves could sanely be called upon to carry, which led to a huge argument.

Tibor’s opinion was that as he was the eldest son of the richest and most important merchant in all of High Albemarle, he needed to make a proper impression on the people of Mossglum. This could only be done by an ostentatious display of wealth.

Casimir’s view was that Mossglum was a bit out of the way, and the people would be impressed by any display of finery, even one much less than Tibor was proposing.

Tibor responded that Mossglum was indeed a nowhere little backwater, if not a boggy hole, and Casimir was sending Tibor there at the beginning of the marriage season because Casimir hated Tibor, even though Tibor was his most dutiful and respectful son.

Casimir countered that Tibor was a churlish wastrel who ought to be grateful that he had not long since been sold to the silver mines in light of his various misdeeds, which Casimir proceeded to enumerate at length and in detail.

And so it went.

Rodrigo and the boy spent the argument alternately packing and unpacking the bags, adding and removing various items as the argument shifted first in Tibor’s favor and then in Casimir’s. After many, many hours of shouts, curses, accusations and tears, Tibor settled for riding his second-best horse and bringing only twenty-seven suits of clothes. Rodrigo used his familiarity with Tibor’s wardrobe to arrange it so that most of the heavier items wound up in the boy’s pack. Though it must be said, both strained mightily under the amount of luggage Casimir finally authorized. Obviously, Tibor’s horse carried nothing other than Tibor, and Tibor himself carried nothing at all.

—

A mile’s walk from Casimir’s villa was the Great Eastern Way, the broad road that ran from Albemarle City, the capital of High Albemarle, to Mossglum and on to lands farther east. Albemarle City was supposed to be beautiful. So beautiful, it was said, that the High King, who ruled nearly the whole of the world, preferred it to any other city in his domain, even his own capital.

When Tibor, Rodrigo and the boy came to the Way, Tibor pointed west toward Albemarle City. “That’s where I should be going. The marriage season starts in a week,” he said. Tibor was a few years older than the boy and of proper age to seek a match. Tibor looked toward Albemarle City for so long, the boy began to worry that he might actually go there, but Tibor was as obedient as any of Casimir’s slaves. They turned their backs on Albemarle City and headed east.

At first, the Great Eastern Way was bounded by grand estates and sprawling tea plantations. As the road led away from the sea, the land grew drier, and the great plantations dwindled down to miserable dirt farms. By the third day, there was nothing but dry prairie covered in head-high wild grasses. No matter what kind of lands they traveled through, Tibor sulked. For his part, Rodrigo set his jaw and stared at the horizon. So the boy trudged along in silence.

When they stopped for lunch on the third day, Tibor came alive for the first time. “It’s not fair,” he complained to his slaves between bites of his third sausage. “Why did Father send me away?”

Rodrigo silently munched on his hunk of cheese. The boy nibbled on a piece of dry bread.

“I’ll tell you why,” said Tibor. “It’s because he prefers Milan to me.” Milan was Casimir’s second-eldest son. “Have I done anything to deserve such treatment?”

It took a long moment for the boy to realize that Tibor expected one of them to answer this question. “Nothing, Master,” he said.

“Even a slave can see it,” said Tibor. “What kind of way is that for a father to treat a son? How did your father treat you?”

“I didn’t know him,” said the boy. “Nor my mam.”

Tibor nodded. Turning to Rodrigo, he said, “But you knew your father, yes?”

Rodrigo took a long, slow look at Tibor. “He died when I was nine,” he said. “When our village was overrun.”

“But how did he treat you before then?” said Tibor.

“My father was a good man,” said Rodrigo. “He loved his family and died trying to save us.” His eyes grew moist.

“You see,” said Tibor. “He loved you and wanted the best for you. He spent time with you and taught you things. He gave up everything for you, just as a father should, right?”

Rodrigo was not going to answer, so the boy said, “Yes, Master.”

“Exactly,” said Tibor. He patted Rodrigo on the shoulder. “It’s why we had to sell Erzsebet. You’d have wanted to spend time with her and the baby. It’s only natural.” A few weeks earlier, Erzsebet and her newborn daughter had been sold. The boy had not known that Rodrigo was the father. “It was a hard choice for me, but in the long run, it was for the best. I think we can both see that now. This way, we can both get back to concentrating on my career and marriage prospects.”

Rodrigo nodded. He stood and walked to the edge of the road. But he did not relieve himself. Instead, he picked up a rock the size of a melon and brought it back with him. The boy was puzzled by this, and couldn’t see why Rodrigo would come to a stop directly behind Tibor.

“Rodrigo, what are you doing?” said Tibor, but he did not turn to look back at his slave.

As soon as Rodrigo raised the rock over Tibor’s head, the boy knew what Rodrigo was about to do. He squeezed his eyes shut so he would not have to see what came next. He covered his ears with his hands and sat in silent darkness for what seemed like a long time. When he could take it no longer, he opened one eye and peeked at the scene in front of him.

Tibor lay on his side in the dirt. His one exposed eye was open. It pointed slackly down at the ground. He did not move at all; even his chest did not rise or fall. The boy had never seen anyone lie so perfectly still before. Rodrigo’s rock sat a little way behind Tibor. Strangely, there were only a few spatters of blood on it.

The boy opened his other eye and uncovered his ears. He looked up at Rodrigo. It was said that the Foul One sometimes took hold of a slave and made him attack his master. But the boy could see no sign of the Foul One in Rodrigo’s eyes. He just looked a little tired.

For his part, Rodrigo studied Tibor’s body. “That was a hard choice for me,” said Rodrigo. A little smile crept onto his lips. “But in the long run, it was for the best. I think we can both see that now.”

The boy realized he was the only witness to Rodrigo’s terrible crime. Slowly, he began to creep away, but this only drew Rodrigo’s attention. Rodrigo looked over at the boy, as if he had only just remembered the boy was there. “Please, I…,” said the boy, but he did not know how to finish. He had never tried to convince someone not to murder him before.

Rodrigo stepped over Tibor’s body and went back to his bread and cheese. “You’ve nothing to fear,” he said. “I’ve no quarrel with you.”

“Is he…is he dead?” said the boy. He really ought to go over to Tibor and see if he could do anything for him. But he could not bring himself to go any closer.

“Should be,” said Rodrigo through his lunch. He stopped chewing and glanced over at Tibor. “Or do you think he needs another crack?”

“No!” said the boy. It was all so strange, so unnatural, that the boy did not know what to say. Finally, he spluttered, “How could you? He…he is your master.”

“Was,” Rodrigo corrected.

“But the law—you know what they do,” said the boy. A slave who raised his hand against his master was tortured and burned alive.

“They have to catch me first,” said Rodrigo, standing up.

The boy watched as Rodrigo dragged Tibor’s body deep into the tall grasses so it could not be seen. He took Tibor’s coin purse and dressed in one of Tibor’s suits before untethering Tibor’s horse. Holding the horse’s reins, he turned to the boy and said, “She’ll carry two as easily as one.”

The boy gasped. Running away would mean defying the fate the gods had picked for him. Of course, Rodrigo had already defied the will of the gods when he killed his master. Still, the boy was not going to follow in his footsteps. “Oh, no, no,” said the boy. “I’ll go back to the master’s estate, if it’s all the same to you.”

“You know he’ll burn you for helping me,” said Rodrigo.

“But I didn’t help you,” said the boy. “He’ll believe me when I tell him.” He tried to picture that actually happening.

“Then he’ll burn you for failing to do your utmost for your master,” said Rodrigo.

That made the boy queasy. Slaves were supposed to give up their lives to protect their masters. It was the Fifth of the Ninety-Nine Duties of a Slave. He had done nothing to save Tibor. Rodrigo probably would have killed him if he had tried. But then, at least, he would have gone to the gods with a pure soul.

When the boy had no answer, Rodrigo said, “Maybe you’d have been content to droil away all your days for that fiend and his father. Doesn’t seem like much of a life to me, but I did take it from you without your leave. And for that, I’m sorry.” He mounted the horse. “I wish you luck, boy. You’ll need it.” He turned the horse to ride away.

“Have you no fear of the Pit?” said the boy. Those who defied the will of the gods were cast into the Pit of Eternal Torment, slaves of the Foul One for all eternity.

Rodrigo glanced back. “None,” he said. “For if this is truly the life the gods want for us, we’re already there.” He turned away again, and this time, he rode off.
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Plain Alice stalked across the barnyard, milking bucket in hand, the corners of her mouth turned down in an almighty scowl. The list of those invited to the next agon was out. And for the third time, her name was not on it. It was ridiculous. Even Young Hubert was on the list, and everyone knew his head was better suited for driving nails than cracking books. Of course, his father’s favorite aunt was married to the brother of the secretary of the Council of Sages, so it was probably just a courtesy invitation. Surely no one thought he had a chance of winning an ordinary. But Plain Alice could. Or she could if the Council would give her the chance to compete instead of wasting invitations on thickwit boys like Hubert. Instead, she was stuck milking Old Bess.

The unfairness of Plain Alice’s life so consumed her mind that she never saw the great shadow racing across the ground, overtaking her. One moment, she was stomping toward the barn. The next, she was jerked up into the air, her legs dancing in the nothingness. She screamed, as that seemed like the natural thing to do. But she was a practical girl, so when nothing came of screaming, she gave it up in favor of making a study of her situation. The claws of some tremendous beast grasped her firmly by the shoulders and snagged in her long red hair. She looked up at its scaly underbelly. To each side of her were great bat wings pounding away at the air, pulling the two of them into the sky. Behind them trailed a long thin tail that ended in a spade tip. The dragon, for that was what the creature had to be, lifted her higher and higher into the sky.

She battered at the dragon’s mighty claws with the milking bucket and screamed, “Let me go! Let me go!” until she thought better of it. At this height, if the dragon let go, she would plunge to her doom. Still, presence of mind can be hard to come by when one is being kidnapped by a monster. For his part, the dragon ignored her.

After a few minutes of climbing, the dragon leveled off and wheeled to the east. Over her shoulder, Plain Alice watched Middlebury roll away until even the towers of the Earl’s keep could no longer be seen. The dragon flew fast, far faster than a horse at full gallop. Soon she could make out the black walls and towers of Castle Geoffrey, even though it lay nearly a day’s march to the east of Middlebury. The imposing castle served as the seat of Duke Geoffrey, the King’s cousin and potential heir to the throne. People liked to say that Duke Geoffrey was the only man in West Stanhope ambitious enough to want it, rich enough to build it and vain enough to name it after himself. As they passed over it, the Duke’s men scrambled about in a panic. An optimistic few loosed arrows at them, but they were far too high in the air.

Castle Geoffrey receded as quickly as it had arrived. Beyond it were moors and eventually the Little Dismal. Despite its name, the Little Dismal was a vast swampy forest of cypress trees and hanging mosses. It was called little only because the Great Dismal, just over the Mountains of Fire in East Stanhope, was even bigger. But they did not fly over the Great Dismal, for when they reached the Mountains of Fire, the dragon turned north. Soon enough, they came to a place of strange rock formations. There was a series of natural columns of basalt that rose into the air.

The dragon set Plain Alice on the tallest of these columns and then landed on the ground. Plain Alice looked around quickly. It was thirty feet down to the ground, and the nearest column was fifteen feet away. “There’s no way I can get down from here,” she said, mostly to herself.

To her surprise, the dragon responded, “Well, why do you think I put you there?” She had not known that dragons could talk.
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Every man has a fate. Before he is born, the Three Sisters draw a lot from the great stone bowl to see what that fate will be. King or commoner, soldier or scholar, notable or merchant, everyone has a fate, and it is their duty to submit graciously to that fate. It is the will of the gods. When the boy was born, the Three Sisters had drawn slave as his fatestone, so it was only just, decent and proper that he be a good slave.

And the boy did try. A good slave thanked the gods for his fate. Every morning, the boy went down on all fours, pressed his forehead to the ground seven times and thanked the Three Sisters for making him a slave. And when he was done, he pressed his forehead to the ground another time and asked the Chained Man, the god of the slaves, to help him be a better slave. This was the First Duty of a Slave. A good slave never raised his hand to his master. That was the Fourth Duty, and the boy never had. The boy had sometimes—not often, but once in a while—even loved his master. At least, he thought that it might be love. It was hard to be sure. Still, it ought to count for something because everyone said the Third Duty was the hardest. All of that, the boy got right.

The trouble was, it took more than that to be a good slave. A good slave obeyed his master in all things. That was the Second Duty. A good slave did not filch food, which violated the Tenth Duty. And he did not smart-mouth his master, which violated the Eleventh Duty. Or maybe the Twelfth. There were ninety-nine, so it was easy to muddle them up. And a good slave absolutely did not waste whole afternoons hiding behind hydrangea bushes, imagining he was a hero from The Tales—a falsely enslaved prince who had to battle three monsters, each more terrible than the last, before being restored to titles, lands and a palace full of slaves of his own. There was no Duty covering that specifically, but it definitely violated several of them.

A good slave would have died trying to protect Tibor from harm. That was the Fifth Duty. And a good slave would not run away—Sixth Duty—even if going back to Tibor’s villa meant being burned at the stake.

Being a good slave was not easy, obviously. Still, that was the will of the gods. Deep down, the boy really did want to be good. There had even been days when he was good. Just not this day.

Wicked as it was, the boy chose not to be burned alive. He was defying the will of the gods. He was a renegade, just like Rodrigo. And like Rodrigo, he would serve the Foul One in the Pit in the next life.

At least he had the decency to feel bad about it, unlike Rodrigo. And that counted for something. Or he hoped it did.

He went through Tibor’s bags, looking for something to wear. Heading on to Mossglum seemed like a bad idea. Rodrigo went that way. Also, Tibor was expected there and would soon be missed. Since he could not go back the way he came, that left bushwhacking through the grasslands. For that, he needed more than the simple cotton breechcloth he always wore.

While he pawed through Tibor’s suits, he tried to reassure himself that he was not really running away. He was only trying to avoid being burned. Once he could prove that he had not caused Tibor’s death, he would go back and be a slave, as he was supposed to.

Besides, if he burned, Casimir would lose a slave. He might not fetch as high a price as a horse or a good hunting dog, but he was still worth something. So if the boy could somehow prove his innocence, he would save Casimir a needless loss. And protecting his master’s property was the Eighth Duty.

Of course, there was also the matter of Casimir’s rights as a property owner. The boy’s life belonged to Casimir, and the boy was not supposed to concern himself with what Casimir chose to do with it. That was the Seventh Duty. It was all very complicated.

He found himself worrying the ring he wore about his neck. He often did when thinking over a knotty problem. He stopped, laid it flat on his hand and looked at it. It was plain and heavy and looked to be made of iron. He always thought of it as his father’s ring, though he knew almost nothing of his father or his mother. At some point, someone had mentioned that the ring had something to do with his father, but the boy could never remember who had told him this. Somewhere along the way, someone had tried to destroy it. It had been smashed over and over again with a hammer, leaving it cracked open and misshapen. His father must have been a very large man, as the ring was much wider around than most. The boy gave it one more rub before going back to Tibor’s baggage.

In the end, he settled on a green woolen hunting suit, which was sturdy and warm. The leather riding suit probably would have been better, but Tibor was still wearing it. The boy could not even look at Tibor, much less touch him. So the boy put on the hunting suit instead, cinching the belt way down and rolling the arms and legs up to get it to fit. The suit felt strange; he had never worn trousers or a shirt before.

Stepping into the tall grasses was like being plunged into another world. The grass grew so thick the boy had to use his arms to pull open a path to walk along. It rose over his head, blocking his view of everything but a small patch of sky. The boy’s whole world shrank down to just a few feet around him. The going was hard but helped him keep his thoughts from the enormity of his crimes.

By nightfall, he was worn out. His arms and back were sore from struggling through the tangle of grass. He ate the little food he had. He meant to save some, but it was gone before he knew it. Exhausted, he threw himself down onto a little nest of grass and dreamed of Tibor with his dead eye pointed slackly at the ground.

The boy woke early, went down on all fours, pressed his forehead to the ground seven times and then stopped. He felt a clutch at his heart. He could hardly give thanks to the Three Sisters for making him a slave. Nor could he pray to the Chained Man. The Chained Man wanted him to go back to Casimir’s and be burned. He could almost see the Chained Man raging and cursing at him. It was enough to get him up and walking.

—

After four days, the grasslands, which had seemed as though they might go on forever, suddenly came to an end in a low range of gray and stony foothills. The hills themselves were mostly free of greenery, though a few scrubby trees halfheartedly tried to grow in the gullies between them. Beyond the hills rose an immense range of mountains.

The boy knew The Tales by heart. He had eavesdropped on the telling of every one at least a dozen times. Of all of them, the hardest to believe was The Tale of the Seven Silent Gentlemen. In
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